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Historically, clinical spiritual care and education (or clinical pastoral education, 
CPE) has focused on pastoral formation, pastoral competence/conversation, pastoral 
understanding, and interpersonal dynamics. With the rise in holistic education in adult 
education this research sought to understand how students’ spirituality is affected by the 
CPE process. The primary research question was: Does CPE affect the spiritual lives and 
formation of its students? And if it does, how? A secondary research question was: Does 
CPE affect students’ connection to the god(s)/higher power/divine entity of their 
understanding? And if it does, how?  
First, the researcher developed a qualitative survey that allowed participants to 
self-define their spirituality and provide open-ended descriptions on how CPE affected 
their spiritual formation, or not. The survey was published with ACPE, Inc. and 17 
participants answered. The data was analyzed through thematic coding and five themes 
emerged: Changes in Relationality, Things That Came Out of Struggle, Changes in 
Spiritual Beliefs & Spiritual Practices, Importance of Essential Elements in CPE, Things 
that Came Out of Struggling Related to Divinity. My assessment of the results of the 
themes is that CPE has been implicitly addressing the spiritual needs and spiritual 
formation of its students. Therefore, my recommendation is for Educators to find ways to 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Statement of the Problem 
Early in my career as a spiritual caregiver I was shadowed by an Army chaplain 
who stated rather abruptly: “You don’t really have an agenda do you?” This chaplain had 
been looking for my agenda because many young chaplains go to the bedside to do 
something with careseekers but by this point the combination of experiences of personal 
trauma and Clinical Pastoral Education (CPE) had radically stripped me of any agenda I 
had or had been taught to have. I did not know who I was or who God/dess1 was to me in 
the best way possible. A few years later I went into the ACPE certification process with 
the same disposition, utterly lacking an agenda but knowing one essential thing about 
myself: I am resilient. Then my experiences in CPE helped me see a God/dess who lived 
in my personal pain and the pain of all people. My spiritual formation was dramatically 
affected by my experiences in CPE; my understandings of God/dess, myself, the world 
was formed and informed by spiritual care in the hospital setting, process groups, 
verbatims, and intense introspection expected in CPE. And I wondered, “Anyone else?”2  
This research project seeks to understand and describe spiritual formation in 
clinical spiritual care education or CPE. In my experience as an ACPE Certified Educator 
most students do not experience dramatic changes in their spiritual lives, it is not the goal 
of CPE to do so, but this research project asks the question what spiritual changes or 
insights occur in CPE, if any, and if so, how?   
 
1 God/dess is how I reference my personal understanding of a god(s)/higher power/divine entity or energy 
and I will use this when referencing my personal theology in the introduction.  
2 “Anyone else?” is the mechanism for functional subgrouping in Systems-Centered Training (SCT) which 




As an ACPE Certified Educator I have had to theologically answer the question 
about why I teach spiritual care education as well as why I am a spiritual caregiver. 
Ultimately, I care and educate because I believe in the transformative power of 
community/living human systems.3 Despite how systems may abuse and oppress 
members, community has the power to cultivate flourishing and empower all its members 
through the integration of difference.4 At the smallest subgroup systems5 we can grow in 
our ability to radically accept the radical Other and in so doing effect those subgroups 
and systems we are situated in. One subgroup available to me is the peer group where 
students who have been called to spiritual care and leadership learn, develop, and maybe 
transform together, beginning as strangers and ending as peers. Yvonne Agazarian’s 
systems-centered theory informs the belief that integration of difference transforms the 
communities represented by the students. This belief informs my passion in educating 
spiritual/religious leaders for the hoped-for effect of development and transformation in 
their subgroups, i.e. their families, their careseekers, and their faith and local 
communities, through compassionate and competent spiritual care.   
Spiritual care is the cornerstone of my own call to leadership, the gift I have been 
given and the gift I give my own family, careseekers, faith and local community. My 
 
3 Yvonne Agazarian’s theory of living human systems is the reference point for how I understand systems. 
This theory of living human systems is summed up continuously in her works as “a hierarchy of isomorphic 
systems that are energy-organizing, goal-directing and self-correcting (1997).” 
4 “SCT has defined that living human systems function to survive, develop and transform from simpler to 
more complex through the process of discriminating and integrating differences, difference in the 
apparently similar and similarities in the apparently different.”  
Agazarian, Yvonne, Susan Gantt, and Frances Carter, Systems-Centered Training (New York: Routledge, 
2021): 22. 
5 “Subgroups are those transitory subsystems that come into existence when members join around a 
common theme and disappear again when members no longer have something in common.”  
Agazarian, et al.: 24. 
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practice of spiritual care is an essential theological activity that gives me one way to 
connect my soul6 with the soul of another whether I am caregiver or careseeker. My 
experiences as an institutional chaplain, community spiritual caregiver, and careseeker of 
spiritual care provides anecdotal evidence of a resonance not only with other people but 
with something more genuine care is present.7 This something more is what I have come 
to know as God/dess. While God/dess is not only present in spiritual care; spiritual care 
has become my primary spiritual practice to engage divinity. When I engage with the 
practice of spiritual care there is an acknowledgement and experience of sacredness, 
belonging, and connection that is unique, dynamic, and meaningful.  
My pursuit of certification as an ACPE Educator was first and foremost because 
of my love for spiritual care and the ways I have watched divinity blossom in the lives of 
the lonely and troubled. In the places where God/dess ought not to be, the bloody, 
violent, the senseless, God/dess is present and instead of trying to flood the space with 
“light,” positivity, goodness, or even hope, God/dess simply remains. This is the 
difficulty of practicing spiritual care, showing up and remaining in the most painful 
experiences of humanity. And spiritual care students often want to do something, 
anything to make something better about the situation to beseech the god(s)/life giving 
energy of their understanding to relieve the suffering but spiritual care, either in the 
hospital, congregations, and/or community is more often than not about remaining and 
abiding at the fearful and uncertain edge of the unknown.8  
 
6 “The soul lives at the divine center; it is the part of us that sees and knows the god of our understanding.” 
Felicity Kelcourse, Human Development and Faith (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2004): 61.  
The God/dess of my understanding is that which connects everything in mutuality.  
7 The subgroup system created between caregiver and careseeker/s. 
8 The edge of the unknown is the space of human experience that has no words and is described by 
Agazarian, et al. in Systems-Centered Training, pp. 108-112.   
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My own spiritual formation has been dramatically affected by these experiences 
at the edge of the unknown with careseekers but also as a careseeker myself. Amid fear 
and uncertainty, I have suffered greatly because I wanted God/dess to make sense of 
senseless situations. Spiritual care education has been a major catalyst for my own 
spiritual development and now I seek to understand how it informs the spiritual formation 
of my students. The educational space of CPE is a unique space of reflection as the entire 
endeavor is seeking congruence: Who do I want to be? Who am I really? (pastoral 
formation); how do I want to be (pastoral competence); how am I or am I not the person I 
desire to be (pastoral reflection)? These questions are far deeper than discovering a 
spiritual caregiver/pastoral identity or vocational calling. These questions evoke a need to 
take a deeper journey into the self; a journey to the edge of the unknown within us, in the 
presence of others (peers, careseekers, and educator/s) who are suffering, seeking, and 
savoring the beauty and the agony of the human condition. 
Setting: Understanding Spiritual Care Education 
When combining two passions, education and spiritual care, in community with 
the other and God/dess we come to the subject of this project. Clinical spiritual care 
education, also known as Clinical Pastoral Education (CPE), is a field that began in the 
1920s with many iterations of accrediting organizations and today while there are several 
CPE accrediting organizations this research will gather a sample from the largest of them 
ACPE, Inc.9 ACPE, Inc. is a U.S. Department of Education recognized accrediting 
agency that regulates the accreditation of spiritual care education centers and the 
 
9 ACPE: The Standard for Spiritual Care and Education changed their name to the acronym ACPE and 




certification of spiritual care educators. ACPE’s identified mission is “to positively affect 
people’s lives by nurturing connections to the sacred through experiential education and 
spiritual care” alongside a vision “to create measurable and appreciable improvement in 
spiritual health that transforms people and communities in the US and across the globe.” 
There have been many ways spiritual care educators have envisioned CPE transforming 
people and communities and at the risk of oversimplification I will attempt to map the 
pedagogical methodology historically used to frame the problem this research is situated 
in.  
The education of spiritual caregivers has a personality-driven history, this informs 
the present differences in theoretical approaches regionally and from Educator to 
Educator. From its inception, there has been debate on who exactly began the clinical 
pastoral education movement, as we know it today. Frederick Kuether uses four questions 
to categorize the pedagogical orientations of the movement: “(1) What must I do? 
[competence] (2) What must I know? [understanding] (3) What must I say? 
[conversation] (4) What must I be? [formation/interpersonal dynamics]”.10 At any given 
moment in time, all four questions are present in the history of CPE, but one would take 
precedent over the other. Chapter 2A of King’s Trust the Process dives into great detail 
how these values shifted with each personality shift.11   
Today, these four paradigms can be found in any ACPE Certified Educator’s 
theory of practice and/or curriculum. With the inception of the new certification process 
for Educators, the rise of importance in the certification of chaplains with the Association 
 
10 Kuether, Frederick C. “The Council for Clinical Training. The Core of Clinical Training is ‘Learning by 
Doing,’” Pastoral Psychology 4 (October 1958): 17-20. 
11 Stephen D.W. King, Trust the Process, (New York: University Press of America, 2007): 23.  
Joan Hemenway’s Inside the Circle (pp. 29-30) is also a good resource on the history of CPE.  
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of Professional Chaplains (APC), and a need to justify chaplains’ provision of spiritual 
care in the clinical setting, “What must I do?”, or pastoral competence, is becoming more 
essential to address in CPE. While the most recent paradigm of focusing on “What must I 
be?” or pastoral formation, and interpersonal dynamics is still present my personal 
experience of the new ACPE certification process was competence-based. This shift in 
the certification process is largely due to research on certification and a large-scale effort 
in the ACPE Certification Commission to define more clearly what it means to be an 
effective ACPE Certified Educator. Competence-based education and supervision may be 
in some ways foreign to ACPE, but it is a standard in other clinical disciplines. The 
intriguing element of ACPE’s competencies for certification is that they still leave space 
for the other questions: 12 
• “What must I know?” is addressed in the Core Curriculum developed for 
certification students. 
• “What must I say?” is assessed in the students’ conversational ability not 
only in committees and written reflection, but with video, presentations, 
and other creative opportunities for expression. 
• “What must I be?” is addressed by the competencies related to knowledge 
of self as an Educator, attending continuously to the students’ formation, 
and awareness of interpersonal dynamics and the function of systems.  
  What I find curious about these questions and paradigms, is the absence of the 
questions about CPE students’ somatic and spiritual knowing and learning. The field of 
spiritual care education has experienced a pedagogical dichotomy that bifurcates the 
 




learning experience. This bifurcation is either into focusing “doing” versus “being” or on 
the head/cognitive knowing or the heart/affective knowing or the integration of the head 
with the heart, but what has been missing is the rest of what it means to be human: the 
body/somatic knowing and the soul/spiritual knowing. I have experienced others and 
myself being pushed and pulled when we answer why we know something or did 
something and our response is, “I just knew” or “The Spirit nudged me” or some other 
either intuitive response or spiritual response. And while I would agree that there is value 
in understanding why we know what we came to know I also believe that mystery is a 
part of relationships and that sometimes we know something or do something because of 
spiritual intervention.  
Research Project 
The theory and practice of embodied pedagogy13 is growing in the field of adult 
education and is of great interest to me as a spiritual care educator, but this research will 
focus on the education of students with their souls/spiritual knowing. The choice to make 
this determination is birthed out of several elements. First, the practicalities of resources 
available to me as a Doctor of Ministry student, including time, and sample accessibility. 
Second, as a student of four Certified Educators (CE’s) my formative experiences were 
shaped by CE’s who understood the central importance of the spirituality of their students 
and taught with spirituality or pastoral discernment in mind. Finally, the last year of 
supervising and educating spiritual care students during pandemic, political upheaval, and 
 
13 Embodied pedagogy addresses learning through embodiment or somatic information.  
Randee Lipson Lawrence (ed), “Bodies of Knowledge: Embodied Learning in Adult Education,” New 
Directions for Adult and Continuing Education, no. 134 (Summer 2012).  
T.J. Freiler, “Learning Through the Body,” in Third Update on Adult Learning Theory (San Francisco: 
Jossey, 2008).  
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the protocols that surrounded these at first caused me to second guess my research 
question’s relevance, until some questions on the well-loved paradigm of ministry of 
presence surfaced. 
Re-Evaluating Relevance: Two Pandemics  
As a hospital and military chaplain, I began the CPE venture to learn to abide in 
pain with patients and soldiers. I learned quickly that meant that I must continually ready 
my soul for the work of being with, the work of connection. And while I want to believe 
that connection is not “work,” the practice of sitting in the uncertainty and fear that often 
accompanies the suffering of careseekers takes practice. Now as an educator of spiritual 
caregivers I recognize this practice requires that spiritual care educators are educating not 
only the hearts and heads of CPE students but to acknowledge and educate with the soul 





Source: Intuitive Holistic Knowing figure from Randee Lipson Lawrence, 
“Intuitive Knowing and Embodied Consciousness,” in Bodies of Knowledge: 
Embodied Learning in Adult Education, no.134 (Summer 2012): 7.   
Randee Lipson Lawrence (an adult educator pedagogically connected to Jack 
Mezirow’s Transformative Education theory) attempts at illustrating the many kinds of 
knowledge gets at the essential elements of a holistic pedagogy shown above. Holistic 
pedagogy alongside systems-centered theory informs my work as an educator of spiritual 
caregivers and amid pandemic protocols and social unrest this became even more 
essential to my work. While my students and I have struggled with the effects of COVID-
19 and political upheaval on our systems the certification process and systemic 
practicalities demanded that I focus on developing a curriculum for CPE residents.  
16 
 
What was birthed out of this effort is an embodied, spirit-informed, systems-
centered curriculum that cultivates students’ ability to integrate difference and connect 
with careseekers at the edge of the unknown. Processing grief became an overwhelming 
task of the last year and the essential CPE skills of self-awareness and self-regulation 
became even more essential. In the context of my own community of practice where 
CE’s are also students of the process, we processed our grief over the collective COVID 
suffering and systemic injustices. Exploration of spirituality with my students, peers, and 
myself became intertwined with the fear of the unknown evoked by COVID-19 and the 
violence used against black and brown peoples.  
Bodies became the topic of every discussion in the most roundabout ways. The 
existential angst among my students and peers became: how can I provide ministry of 
presence if I cannot be present? Planning webcam meetings and webinars for education 
and spiritual care became a necessity. I received briefings from governmental authorities 
on avoidance of unauthorized political spaces. Caregivers and educators alike covered 
our bodies with masks and technology to protect ourselves, students, and 
patients/careseekers seemingly stopped any kind of ministry in person. My spiritual care 
students who were no longer allowed to see patients became cynical in their government 
enforced isolation wondering if ministry of presence is all that spiritual caregivers have to 
offer?  
As my students pondered this I began to ask: how can we be present with more 
than our bodies? This question was often met with silent frustration or outright anger. I 
quickly realized that my students had been relying so heavily on their embodiment in 
ministry and “being with” as ministry that they seemed to forget the power of the spirit. 
17 
 
As if their spiritual presence among the people was less meaningful than their 
embodiment in those quarantined spaces and crowded streets of protest. As I 
contemplated the problem of this research project, I chose to reinvest in this project and 
ended up right back where I had started, spiritual formation and spirituality in CPE. The 
struggle of my students, my peers, and me reasserted my research question: How does 
CPE affect the spiritual lives and formation of its students? To follow and further frame 
the research question, I will next explore literature on spirituality and spiritual care in the 
















Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Spirituality and Spiritual Care in Healthcare 
Spirituality and spiritual care are not new areas of research and interest in 
healthcare, many healthcare systems began in religious orders. As the medical and mental 
health fields have distinguished and differentiated from these origins, religion and 
spirituality were left to the religious communities of patients. Today, medical and mental 
health professionals now are required to have some knowledge of spirituality and 
competence in the practice of spiritual care. In Spirituality and Patient Care, Harold 
Koenig addresses these fields individually, and the competencies related to spiritual care 
he would encourage each profession to consider applying in their contexts.  
Among mental health professionals, Koenig encourages supporting and respecting 
careseekers’ beliefs rather than pathologizing, when related to therapeutic outcomes, 
challenging some, and praying with religious careseekers when appropriate, and actively 
consult with spiritual care professionals and community clergy.14 Koenig suggests best 
practice to various medical fields (e.g. nursing, rehabilitation, and physicians): 
identifying spiritual needs through asking for a spiritual history, supporting spiritual 
beliefs, consulting with systems’ chaplains, and once again prayer when appropriate.15  
Finally, Koenig addresses spiritual care professionals (like pastoral counselors), 
clergy, and chaplains in clinical settings. Koenig and others (like the editors of the Oxford 
Textbook of Spirituality and Healthcare) have been advocates for the chaplaincy 
 
14 Harold Koenig, Spirituality in Patient Care (West Conshohocken, PA: Templeton Press, 2011): 213-229. 
Mark Cobb, Christina M. Puchalski, & Bruce Rumbold (eds), Oxford Textbook of Spirituality in 
Healthcare (New York: Oxford Press, 2012): 227-234. 
15 Koenig: 173-191. 
Cobb, et al. (eds): 211-218. 
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profession, telling our story to other healthcare professionals.16 Where once chaplains 
were clergy who were ostracized from their communities, the field has bourgeoned into 
its own healthcare profession. The requirements to apply to become a board certified 
chaplain through the Association of Professional Chaplains include: four years of a 
bachelors, at least three years of divinity school/graduate level theological education, 
ecclesiastical endorsement from a recognized faith organization (which may include 
ordination) four units or 1,200 hours of CPE, a minimum of 2,000 hours of work 
experience as a chaplain following CPE, and demonstration of current competencies in 
written materials and interview.17   
Educational Theory and Spiritual Formation 
 A favored educational theory among ACPE Educators is transformative learning 
by Jack Mezirow and Associates which describes itself as a “theory in progress.”18 This 
theory describes learning as transformation through changes in meaning making schemes, 
described mostly as a cognitive process shaped by affective experiences,19 done in 
supportive community with others who challenge embedded notions of reality. 
Ultimately, the goal of transformative learning theory is self-empowerment of students, 
but Mezirow, and Associates consider this process to be a cognitive one that makes space 
for the affective experience of the students.  
 Randee Lipson Lawrence, et al. draw upon transformative learning theory while 
encouraging a more holistic view of learning to include the body and the spirit in Bodies 
 
16 Koenig: 151-172. 
Cobb, et al. (eds): 185-190, 299-305. 
17 Association of Professional Chaplains, “Qualifications and Requirements,” accessed March 25, 2021, 
https://bcci.professionalchaplains.org/content.asp?admin=Y&pl=16&sl=16&contentid=30. 
18 Mezirow & Associates, Learning as Transformation (San Francisco: Josey Bass, 2000). 
19 Mezirow & Associates: 22-25. 
20 
 
of Knowledge: Embodied Learning in Adult Education.20 But, even she admits in 
describing spiritual knowledge “it is difficult to grasp but is at the center of all 
knowledge.” In Artistic Ways of Knowing: Expanded Opportunities for Teaching and 
Learning, I find that Lipson Lawrence begins to unlock how to bridge this difficult-to-
grasp spiritual knowing with the somatic, affective, and cognitive in the process of 
learning. Artistic expression engages students in the consciously unknown knowledge of 
their spirits by allowing freedom of expression and creativity to interact with the 
educational space.  
 Other favored theorists in ACPE include Paulo Freire and bell hooks, adult 
educators and theorists who speak to the power of freedom in the educational space. In 
Teaching to Transgress, hooks calls teaching sacred and explains that the teaching comes 
easiest to those “who believe that our work is not merely to share information but to share 
in the intellectual and spiritual growth of students.” Inspired by Freire, hooks asserts that 
education is liberation, while she is also inspired by Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh 
who believes that the teacher is a healer. Freire describes education as needing to be 
revolutionary, which he synonymizes with dialogical. Freire speaks of dialogue in 
education as able to transform reality through action and reflection, and he describes it as 
an “existential necessity.”21  
Thus, freedom in education is not only social but spiritual as well. Freire and 
hooks both posit a theory of education that is holistic, where the spiritual element of 
education is that students come, not only to learn knowledge of a subject, but from hooks, 
 
20 Lipson Lawrence: 5-13.  
21 Paolo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2012): 88. 
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“knowledge about how to live in the world.”22 So, with Lipson Lawrence speaking of 
spirit in individual learners, and Freire and hooks linking existential and spiritual 
elements with society at large, the adult education world is learning to welcome 
spirituality into the educational space without fully defining it. And, while purportedly, 
adult education theories are claiming spirituality as essential to learning, research on how 
exactly educational models and modalities affect the spiritual lives of students are still 
forthcoming. This is more than likely due to the resistance to define the spirituality they 
make space for educationally, and the lack of subject matter expertise in the field of 
education, on what exactly constitutes spiritual knowing or spiritual growth. More 
research is then needed on this matter, and what better space than where spiritualty meets 
education in CPE.  
Research in CPE 
In a presentation entitled “The Current State of Research in CPE,” Judith 
Ragsdale provides an overview of the most recent history of research and a reminder that 
the founder of CPE Anton Boisen was a researcher.23 From the founding of clinical 
pastoral education to now, CPE Educators have waxed and waned in their acceptance and 
reliance on research, with pockets of research being done on the practice of spiritual care 
education. The 1980’s saw a focus on the impact of CPE on its students; these studies 
focused on how students attitudes changed,24 what students learned, how students’ 
 
22 bell hooks, Teaching to Transgress (New York: Routledge, 1994): 14-15.  
23 Judith Ragsdale, “The Current State of Research in CPE,” (presentation, Association of Professional 
Chaplains, n.d.). 
24 J. T. Thomas, L.I. Stein, & M.H. Klein, “A Comparative Evaluation of Changes in Basic Clinical 
Pastoral Education Students in Different Types of Clinical Settings as Measured by the Adjective Check 
List and the Experience Scale,” Journal of Pastoral Care 36, no. 3 (1982): 181-193. 
22 
 
confidence changed, how they used their time and how that affected their learning,25 what 
are the lasting effects of CPE on students,26  and later the use of various psychological 
instruments to measure changes in students.27 As a continuance of the later research that 
utilized psychological measurements of change, the researchers in the 1990s continued 
surveying students’ learning and affective and cognitive changes.28 A new measurement 
of change was created by Fitchett and Gray,29 which was used on a larger sample 
throughout the early 2000’s. Again, however, the changes tracked were psychological or 
skill based.30 Further into the 2000’s, the research took this focus and applied it to 
chaplains rather than CPE students. Studies focused compassion fatigue and burnout,31 
skills related to the field of chaplaincy like documentation, creating a taxonomy of 
clinically pastoral language,32 and studying the spirituality of various patient populations 
and the value of spiritual care to these various populations.33 During this time there was 
also a small, but steady focus on the training of CPE Supervisors. In the 2010s the need 
for more CPE Supervisors became an issue facing ACPE, and research was done on what 
is needed in the training of CPE Supervisors (eventually changed to Educators in 2018).34  
 
25 T. E. Denham, “An Analysis of CPE Student Time Usage: The Impact of Training.” Journal of Pastoral 
Care & Counseling 39, no. 1 (1985): 49 
26 P. Derrickson, & M. Ebersole, “Lasting Effects of CPE: A Five-Year Review.” Journal of Pastoral Care 
40, no. 1, (1986): 5-20. 
27 P. E Derrickson, “Instruments used to measure change in students preparing for ministry: a summary of 
research on clinical pastoral education students.” Journal of Pastoral Care 44, no. 4 (1990): 343-356. 
28 L. VandeCreek, & J. Valentino, “Affective and Cognitive Changes in First-Unit Clinical Pastoral 
Education Students.” Journal of Pastoral Care & Counseling 45, no. 4 (1991): 375. 
29 G. Fitchett, & G. Gray, “Evaluating the Outcome of Clinical Pastoral Education: A Test of the Clinical 
Ministry Assessment Profile, Journal of Supervision and Training in Ministry 15, (1994): 3-22. 
30 K. R. B. Jankowski, et al., “Change in Pastoral Skills, Emotional Intelligence, Self-reflection, and Social 
Desirability Across a Unit of CPE,” Journal of Health Care Chaplaincy 15, no. 2(2008): 132-148. 
31 K. J. Flannelly, S. B. Roberts, & A. J. Weaver, “Correlates of Compassion Fatigue and Burnout in 
Chaplains and Other Clergy Who Responded to the September 11th Attacks in New York City.” Journal Of 
Pastoral Care & Counseling 59, no. 3 (2005): 213-224. 
32 ACPE, APC, CASC, NACC, & NAJC, “The Impact of Professional Spiritual Care.”  
33 G.J. Hilsman, Spiritual Care in Common Terms (Philadelphia: Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2017).  
34 P. E. Derrickson, “Supervisory Training: A Consortium Model,” Journal of Supervision and Training in 
Ministry 10, (1988): 19 -28. 
23 
 
This research ultimately led to changes in the certification process for ACPE educators, 
creating a competence-based process focusing on specific skills and knowledge needed 
for the practice of clinical spiritual care education and supervision.35 
While extensive research has been done on the practice of spiritual care, the 
training of ACPE Educators, and the psychological and skill-based impact of CPE on its 
students, what is clearly lacking is research on how CPE affects the spirituality of its 
participants (Educators and students alike). As caregivers focus on the spirituality of 
careseekers, patients, or parishioners, I find it curious that this is lacking. Even in the 
study of patient spirituality, the bulk of research on spirituality is still done in the field of 
psychology and medicine, rather than from those that call themselves subject matter 
experts in spirituality, chaplains, and CPE Educators. This is largely due to the lack of 
education chaplains receive on how to successfully complete a scientific study. This led 
to the creation of Transforming Chaplaincy36 to improve research literacy in the field, and 
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other networks like the HealthCare Chaplaincy Network37 and Spiritual Care 




















37 HealthCare Chaplaincy Network, accessed March 25, 2021, https://healthcarechaplaincy.org/. 
38 Spiritual Care Association, accessed March 25, 2021, https://www.spiritualcareassociation.org/. 
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Chapter 3: Procedure and Research Methods 
 In the apparent absence of research on the spirituality of CPE students, my 
attention turned to studying how I might explore the spiritual formation of this diverse 
population. With wide distribution through ACPE’s newsletter, I knew that my 
population would be religious and culturally diverse, thus leading me to wonder how to 
survey this population without imposing my own Christo-normative standards. My search 
for a survey began with the Pew Research Center. As a nonpartisan organization that 
reliably polls large sample sizes, Pew Research Center had several surveys that provided 
possible questions for my own research. Some of the topics included spiritual well-being, 
religious beliefs, spiritual/religious practices, and morality. While these served as 
inspiration for my survey, I did not use any of the direct language provided in Pew 
surveys, as they mostly focused on religiosity and spiritual practice rather than 
spirituality and spiritual formation in general.  
  When I searched other common surveys, like those developed by Harold Koenig, 
the main reason for excluding these measures was the foundational assumptions that 
support these questions, and their heavy reliance on quantitative measures. For example, 
the RCOPE assumes that there is healthy and unhealthy religious coping, and that certain 
practices and beliefs are helpful and not helpful. While I may not disagree with these 
ideas for my personal spiritual life, imposing them on a diverse sample of spiritual 
caregivers would be a use of power that I seek to avoid. My research is not seeking to 
participate in “scientific classification,”39 Foucault describes as a function of language 
and power. Asking how participants describe their spiritual lives, and what is essential to 
 
39 The second mode for turning human beings into objectified subjects. Michel Foucault, The Birth of the 
Clinic: An Archaeology of Medical Perception, (New York: Vintage Books, 1994).  
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them, is not to categorize them into “good” or “bad” spirituality and spiritual practices 
but to instead understand what exactly changed for them over the course of a unit of CPE.  
My basic definitional assumption is that whatever the participant describes as 
spiritual is what is sacred to them, and that whatever is essential to that spirituality 
enables them to experience flourishing. Developing the survey in this way allows terms 
to be defined by the participant instead of the researcher, thus in some ways displacing 
the power of language from the researcher to the researched. As a queer feminist 
researcher, subverting the scientific method by refusing to define spirituality for my 
research participants is essentially a theological activity that remembers that the God/dess 
of my understanding abhors the objectification of all people who are the imago dei.   
Survey Development 
 After identifying my theoretical disagreement with the measures already available 
to me, I arrived upon the qualitative method of research. Found in Appendix 1, the 10-
question open-ended qualitative survey was developed in consultation with the applied 
research project adviser Dr. Pamela Cooper-White and research professor Kelsey White. 
In lieu of using a prescribed definition of what constitutes spiritual life and formation, 
qualitative research seeks to understand the meaning the participants make of the subject. 
Therefore, I chose to ask the participant to define their own spiritual life, what is essential 
to that spiritual life, and if they have a belief or connection with “god(s)/higher 
power/divine entity” what their connection to that looks like.40 In addition to the 
qualitative nature of the study, this decision was also based on the interfaith nature of 
 
40 John Creswell & David Creswell, Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods 
Approaches (Los Angeles: Sage Publisher, 2018): 182. 
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CPE, and a postmodern desire to create a survey that does not rely on my beliefs about 
spirituality, but the individual participants’ lived spiritual reality.  
Six of the questions are related to the core research questions; the remaining four 
are demographic in nature. The questions were left open-ended to provide guideposts, 
rather than directives to the participants. Questions one, two, and five asked survey 
participants to define first their spiritual life, the elements essential to that, and the 
optional question about their connection to the god(s)/higher power/divine entity of their 
understanding. The answers to these “Definitional Questions” served as framework to 
understand their answers the “Change Questions.” The open-ended nature of the 
questions was meant to provide opportunity for non-theists and theists alike to participate 
in the survey without imposing a theist-centric approach to spirituality. I also found that 
survey participants did not define their spirituality in terms of their religiosity which was 
the hoped-for outcome.41 The definitional questions were meant to open a dialogue that 
did not prescribe the use of doctrine or religious beliefs unless that was what the 
participant desired to disclose.  
Definitional Questions:  
Q1. Describe your spiritual life. 
Q2. What is essential to your spirituality? 
Q5. If you believe in a god(s)/higher power/divine entity, describe your 
connection with this god(s)/higher power/divine entity. 
 
41 This hoped-for outcome is indicative of my personal bias against reducing spirituality to religious 
traditions or doctrine through denominational identification. My experience with students shows that it 
often leads to assumption making about who someone is as a spiritual person. 
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The fifth question was intentionally optional; while spirituality is not always 
theistic, a large portion of ACPE students come from mainline Protestant denominations, 
traditions that either hold beliefs about a god, higher power, or divine entity/energy. One 
of my biases as a researcher is my religious history as first an evangelical Christian from 
a conservative biblical tradition, and now an ordained minister of the Christian Church 
(Disciples of Christ). My experiences in both traditions, is that the quality of a 
relationship with a god is often used to determine an individual’s spiritual condition; 
closeness to god indicates spiritual maturity and is sought after. This question is deeply 
informed by my curiosity about other theists’ understanding of spiritual formation, but I 
placed it later in the survey to give participants an opportunity to answer the main 
research questions without the influence of a question about divinity. As I analyzed the 
data about these divinity questions, I had to remain aware of my history and biases, and 
their effect on the interpretation of results.  
The primary Change Questions all participants were asked to answer were 
questions three and four. Not only did I want to explore how participants spirituality had 
changed as a result of completing CPE training, but what experiences informed this 
change in their spiritual lives. My hope in asking the same question in two unique ways 
was that participants would take the opportunity to provide more context for their 
answers to each question (this was the case for all participants). Question six provided 
more context for the participants’ connection with their god(s)/higher power/divine entity 






Q3. How has your spirituality grown or changed (or not) as a result of your CPE 
training? 
Q4. What (if any) experiences in CPE affected (either positively or negatively) 
your spiritual life? 
Q6. What (if any) experiences in CPE affected (either positively or negatively) 
your connection with this god(s)/higher power/divine entity? 
Survey Distribution 
 Following IRB approval from Union Theological Seminary,42 the research 
protocol was approved by ACPE’s Research Committee for distribution on its weekly 
newsletter. This weekly newsletter goes out to all members of ACPE including students, 
clinical partners, and Certified Educators, thus allowing for the widest distribution of 
prospective participants who have completed at least one unit of CPE, the only 
requirement for completing the survey. The survey was published on this newsletter for 
two weeks and participation closed after one month of distribution. There were no 
incentives for completing the survey and from this population 19 participants completed 
the survey. Two of the participants were ACPE Certified Educators (CE’s), who were not 
a part of the population, I was seeking were discarded from analysis thus leaving 17 CPE 
students, with at least one unit of CPE, whose data I will reflect on in the next chapter.  
 





Qualitative Data Analysis 
Qualitative thematic coding of the sample was used to identify themes on changes 
in spirituality and spiritual formation, as well as the distinct components of CPE that 
affected the spiritual lives, and connection with god(s)/higher power/divine entity of 
participants. Using Tesch’s “Eight Steps in the Coding Process,”43 first I read and became 
acquainted with the data from the non-demographic questions. During this first reading, I 
wrote memos, notes reflecting on my personal experience as it was informing how I read 
the data, along with reorganizing the data so that the definitional and change questions 
were collated.44 The core research questions three and four with their Definitional 
Questions, one and two, and the ancillary divinity question six with its’ Definitional 
Question, three.  
Core Research Data Ancillary Divinity Data 
Definitional Questions:  
Q1. Describe your spiritual life. 
Q2. What is essential to your spirituality? 
Definitional Question: 
Q5. If you believe in a god(s)/higher 
power/divine entity, describe your 
connection with this god(s)/higher 
power/divine entity. 
Change Questions: 
Q3. How has your spirituality grown or 
changed (or not) as a result of your CPE 
training? 
Q4. What (if any) experiences in CPE 
affected (either positively or negatively) 
your spiritual life? 
Change Question:  
Q6. What (if any) experiences in CPE 
affected (either positively or negatively) 
your connection with this god(s)/higher 
power/divine entity? 
 
Figure 2. Data Organization for Coding 
Following this, each survey was read individually to make meaning of any 
changes and beginning thoughts about the nature of this change were written in the 
margins. At this point, there were four distinct elements in the data and one vague, but 
 
43 Creswell & Creswell: 196. 
44 Creswell & Creswell: 184. 
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important theme that began to emerge. To dig into this further, the data was segmented 
and highlighted in five colors according to potential themes. As these themes were 
labelled in the coding, the process of generating detailed descriptions began by creating 
five lists of key elements within the categories. Once these five lists were organized, the 
themes were finalized and a key quote or two were selected to represent the data.  
The final analysis was to gain a picture of how participants described their 
spiritual lives. After the essential analysis of the data for the research questions (Does 
CPE affect the spirituality and spiritual formation of students? If so, what experiences are 
attributed to this change), I determined that the data had more to offer in the way of 
analysis on the Definitional Questions data. After such a deep dive into the nature of 
change in CPE, I quickly noticed how participants talk about their spirituality and 
spiritual formation in terms of either spiritual practices, and/or their understanding of 
their connection to the god(s)/higher power/divine entity they described. The research 
results will begin with the results of this analysis to give the reader a snapshot of the 
spirituality of the group-as-a-whole. Then, the nature of the change (or not) in their 
spirituality or connection to god(s)/higher power/divine entity will be addressed in five 
categories, from described by the majority of participates to smaller groupings of 
participants.  
Critique of Methodology 
My preference would have been to use these questions as the basis of a semi-
structured interview; I desire to do this in the future. The primary reason for this future 
change in methodology is because of the questions that emerged as I analyzed the data, 
not to mention that interviews are the preferred mode of qualitative data collection. Due 
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to the closed and anonymous nature of the survey, these questions were left unanswered. 
I had neither the time or financial resources to complete and transcribe several interviews 
or even reach the point of saturation qualitative research relies on. This is a weakness of 
this methodology that I was willing to manage due to the constraints of completing my 
















Chapter 4: Research Findings 
Demographic Information on Sample 
 Once the two Certified Educators’ surveys were excluded,45 that left a sample size 
of 17. Table 1 breaks down demographic make-up of the participants, including the 
number of CPE units completed. 76 percent of survey participants were women, and 70 
percent of all participants had completed five or more units of CPE, with the largest 
number of units completed at 17.5. The sample was largely White/Caucasian at 70 
percent, 23 percent Black/African American, and 1 participant identified as American 
Indian/Alaska Native. The age range had the largest variation, seen below.46  
Demographic Requested: n= 
Units of CPE 
Completed 
One unit 4 
2-4 units 1 
5+ 12 
Gender Identity Female 13 
Male 4 





Ethnicity American Indian/Alaska Native 1 
Asian or Asian American 0 
Black or African American 4 
Hispanic or Latino 0 
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 0 
Other (please specify) 0 
White or Caucasian 12 
Table 1. Demographics of Sample (n=17) 
 
45 As a reminder, CE’s were excluded because the target population is specifically CPE students not those 
who have undergone the certification process. The data from these two Educators did generate a curiosity 
in me though about the spirituality and experiences of CE’s. 




Defining Spirituality and God(s)/Higher Power/Divine Entity 
To focus on the spirituality rather than religiosity, CPE survey participants were 
asked two required Definitional Questions (Q1 & 2), and an optional third on their 
connection or not to god(s)/higher power/divine entity. 47 The most notable similarity 
among the 17 participants was their identification of spiritual practices/disciplines to 
describe their spiritual life, and essential elements of their spirituality. The following 
chart lists the practices, and how many participants identified these as essential to their 
spirituality and/or understanding of god(s)/higher power/divine entity. 
Spiritual Practices n= 
Community/Church Fellowship 11 
Daily Living with Spiritual 
Intention/Rule of Order 
5 
Music 6 
Outdoor/Nature Activities 8 
Pastoral Responsibilities 3 
Physical Activity 7 
Prayer 8 
Reading/Study 12 




Table 2. Spiritual Practices of Survey Participants.  
While not all 17 participants described a connection to god(s)/higher power/divine 
entity in the first two questions, they did do so when prompted by question three. Their 
 
47 Definitional Questions: Q1. Describe your spiritual life. Q2. What is essential to your spirituality? Q5. If 




answers to this question varied in degrees of detail, but the majority (n=14) described an 
intimate relationship with a god(s)/higher power/divine entity, the remaining three 
describing an intellectual appreciation of a connection with god(s)/higher power/divine 
entity.  
Overwhelmingly, the theme of relationality with self, others, the earth, and 
divinity came forward in questions one, two, and five. This relationality between survey 
participants and the god(s)/higher power/divine entity of their understandings was 
characterized by: 
• a love from god(s)/higher power/divine entity that calls humanity to love.  
• a personal relationship between human and divine often to the point of 
immanence (especially in humanity and nature).  
• a god(s)/higher power/divine entity that endures through hardship and suffering, 
• coming to know god(s)/higher power/divine entity through experiences of 
beauty, awe, compassion, peace, and profound experiences with other people. 
• an explicitly intellectual assent to the concept of a relationship with god(s)/higher 
power/divine entity. 
How CPE Training Affected Spirituality48 
Theme: Changes in Relationality 
“My spiritual beliefs have expanded/broadened. There is less certainty to them, and I 
have more humility, am less judgmental, and more open. I recognize the centrality of 
relationships in my life.” 
 
48 Change Questions: Q3. How has your spirituality grown or changed (or not) as a result of your CPE 
training? Q4. What (if any) experiences in CPE affected (either positively or negatively) your spiritual life? 
Q6. What (if any) experiences in CPE affected (either positively or negatively) your connection with this 
god(s)/higher power/divine entity? 
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 The majority of participants (n=15) described CPE affecting their spirituality 
through changes in how they related to divinity, other people, and/or how they related to 
themselves (i.e., self-compassion, grace for Self), or some combination of the three. 
Therefore, I identified three sub-themes to describe this change: relationship with Self, 
relationship with Divinity, relationships with Others. Participants identified a change in 
one of these relationships as primary to the change in other relationships, but that varied 
and there were no demographic similarities of note. 
Sub-Theme: Relationship with Self  
“I am more gracious with myself and definitely with others.” 
 The changes in participants relationship with Self were marked by a change in 
self-awareness, but not only on an emotional level. The majority of participants 
described: 
• changes in their ability to practice self-compassion or graciousness toward self; 
• liberation from perfectionism and judging themselves harshly, that allowed them 
to become a non-judgmental presence with careseekers; 
• a new ability to embrace their vulnerability, including expressing personal lament 
and actively engaging in their own grief. 
A minority of participants (n=3) described a difficulty in maintaining their 
personal spiritual practices that had a negative effect on their spiritual lives and resulting 
in “burn out.” These difficulties were due to the time it took to invest in the CPE training 
and pressures of system transitions. Further investigation of the long-term effects of this 




Sub-Theme: Relationship with Divinity 
“CPE gave me the chance to not only explore my own knowledge and presence of God in 
tough situations, especially when a patient I knew was dying. But also, for me to listen to 
how my CPE peers were on their own spiritual journey with the Divine as well.” 
 Changes in participants’ relationship with Divinity was often the result of 
questioning or other struggle which will be discussed later under the theme “Things that 
Came Out of Struggle with Divinity.” Besides changes because of struggle the interfaith 
setting of CPE expanded participants awareness of how other people experience and 
understand divinity, which they noted as having a positive affect on their own 
understanding of and relationship with Divinity. Many participants identified their pre-
CPE understanding of Divinity as limited, and their experiences with their peers, 
educator, and careseekers at the bedside expanded what they intellectually know about 
Divinity. 
Sub-Theme: Relationship with others  
“[CPE training] broadened my capacity to love unconditionally  
and yet stay integrated within me.” 
 The above quote as well as the quote under the “Relationship with Self” sub-
theme together, provides a snapshot of how CPE affected change in the participants 
which allowed them to change the way they related to others. Grace and love were 
spiritual themes that showed up throughout survey responses, as not just theological 
concepts, but spiritual mandates of the participants’ faith that they grew in. The concepts 
of grace and love were simultaneously spiritual mandates, which resulted in a change in 
the ways the participants engaged with careseekers, peers, and communities (religious 
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and social). As an aside, four participants shared that one of their peers became a close 
friend outside of CPE which had a significant positive affect on their spiritual lives.  
Theme: Things That Came Out of Struggle 
“There were times where questions arose because of hard situations I witnessed 
and had to counsel others through. But the good things that I saw, even when 
tragedies were happening and the development of faith in others during those 
times has definitely strengthened my spirituality.” 
 Students reflected on lessons learned from their struggles but there was not a 
singular context for these. Some examples of the context of students’ struggles are:  
• the vicarious trauma of witnessing the suffering of hospitalized persons;  
• personal tragedy during CPE;  
• personal tragedy that was triggered at the bedside and reflected upon in verbatim 
seminars or individual supervision;  
• the pressures of balancing the time needed to complete the training, maintaining 
their jobs, families, etc.;  
• other unspecified challenging experiences in the classroom. 
There was a wide array of lessons learned as a result of these struggles but 
thematically they included: 
• Re-investment in core values (like courage, relationships, love)49  
• How to cope with trauma (personal and vicarious)50 
 
49 Examples of quote from participant answering Q3, “Deepening of relationship is a focus.” 
50 Examples of quote from participants answering Q3, “I was amazed at the resilience of those facing 
cancer, I was touched by the grace and courage of those dealing with a terminal diagnosis and I started to 
understand the importance of prayer that simply cries out to God.” 
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• Re-investment in their faith, religious beliefs, and/or connection with 
god(s)/higher power/ divine entity51 
• “Integration” of their personhood and identity as spiritual caregivers 
and/or religious leaders52  
Students specifically used some form of the word “integration” without describing 
what it meant to them. Upon analysis of my memos, it was around this word that I found 
myself reflecting on my personal experience and attempting to make meaning of the 
participants’ use of this word through my own lens, though participants did not expound 
in their responses. This generated further curiosity and demonstrated further evidence of 
the need for an interview format for future data collection, to understand what is meant 
by this term used in some form by most of the participants. While integration is an often-
cited concept, in CPE it is rarely if ever defined. As an ACPE Educator my understanding 
of this term, in the context of CPE training and the certification of ACPE Educators, is 
that all parts of the self are welcomed in one’s identity and practice of spiritual care. Most 
especially the personal pain or the parts of the self that are considered shameful or 
unwelcomed in greater society (like grief or trauma) are expected to become integral 
parts of one’s practice of spiritual care.53  
 
 
51 Example quote from participant answering Q3, “I learned how essential rest is, and how we can’t do all 
worship/connection with the holy in isolation.” 
52 Example quote from participant answering Q3: “CPE is the place where thinking, feeling, and healing 
are integrated, where the rubber hits the road.” 
53 All of this was something I caught onto rather than being explicitly taught by one of my Educators. My 
assessment of the use of integration as a concept is that it has become a buzz word that buzzes without 
meaning or defined substance. I theoretically understand integration to be the final phase of work group 
development according to Systems-Centered Training but as a concept for individuals a problematic 
concept. More on this can be found in in Braided Selves by Pamela Cooper-White. 
40 
 
Theme: Changes in Spiritual Beliefs and Spiritual Practices 
Beliefs: “My understanding of spirituality became more gray-not black and white.” 
Practices: “I learned how essential rest is and how we can’t do  
all of worship/connection with the holy in isolation.” 
 Changes in spiritual beliefs and spiritual practices are one theme rather than two, 
because participants’ changes in beliefs resulted in changes in their practices. Some 
beliefs that were noted as changed include:  
• Complete shifts in beliefs: 
o “God is not micro-managing all the details of our lives.” 
o “God created us to be in relationship with one another; autonomy and 
independence are a myth.” 
o Believing god is (omniscient, omnipotent, omnipresent) to believing god 
is not (omniscient, omnipotent, omnipresent). Or releasing themselves 
from believing that god is something they were always expected to believe 
god is. 
• Deepening of core beliefs: 
o Reaffirming participants call to ministry (specifically chaplaincy or 
general to ministry-as-a-whole) 
o The presence of divinity (particularly enhanced pneumatology) 
• Greater reliance on spirituality and spiritual practice: 
o Participants observe the Sabbath or rest, where once they never had a day 
off or considered the Sabbath the day they were performing pastoral 
responsibilities in their religious communities. 
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o Participants became more able to be present in uncomfortable situations; a 
few specifically noted that this was correlated with an ability to keep 
themselves from trying to fix something or offer solutions in painful 
situations. 
o Being intentional in their spirituality was present in five participants 
surveys as something gained from CPE, though the particular intention 
was different among the five. 
Experiences That Affected Spiritual Life 
Theme: Importance of Essential Elements in CPE 
 CPE has some essential elements required for accreditation that include 
verbatims, theological reflection, didactics, time spent processing interpersonal 
relationships (IPR), individual supervision with a Certified Educator, and clinical hours. 
All surveys included mention of at least one of these elements. All participants shared an 
experience in the clinical setting that affected their spiritual life. Most connected this 
experience with a reflection time with their peer group or Certified Educator, either in 
verbatims, IPR, or individual supervision. While all participants made mention of 
essential elements of CPE, nine participants made explicit mention of their relationship 
with their peers and/or Certified Educator. A small portion (n=3) explicitly stated that 
negative or difficult relationships with their peers negatively impacted their spiritual lives 
without expanding on why exactly. This is one area I would have desired further 
interaction with participants to ask how and why these challenging relationships 
negatively impacted their spirituality in CPE.  
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Experiences That Affected Connection to God(s)/Higher Power/Divine Entity 
Theme: Things That Came Out of Struggling related to Divinity 
“I didn’t have all the answers, but God taught me to just share  
God’s love--that makes all the difference. 
 Ten of the participants explicitly expressed a positive change in their connection 
with god(s)/higher power/divine entity as a result of their experiences in CPE; no 
participants expressed a negative change in this connection. Eight of these ten shared a 
struggle with the nature of Divinity considering the reality of suffering. Two shared anger 
toward a “God” or “Divine One,” who they initially perceived as allowing suffering until 
they experienced their God/Divine One as “weep[ing] and rag[ing] with us at injustice 
and tragedy, not causing these things.”  
Five of these participants also expressed a greater awareness of divinity’s 
presence, especially in trauma experiences in the clinical setting. And six participants 
also shared a greater capacity to be uncertain in their understanding of divinity and 
accepting of questions about divinity in themselves and from others. Overall, the 
challenging experiences lived through in the clinical environment, once reflected upon in 
the classroom context, results in a positive effect on participants’ connection to their 
god(s)/higher power/divine entity. With all participants identifying in some way a 
connection to god(s)/higher power/divine entity, I am left with a continued desire to 
investigate how non-theist spiritual caregivers’ spirituality is affected by the suffering of 




A minority of participants (n=2) identified no changes in their spirituality but 
instead identified changes in their awareness of the needs of others. They also did not 
identify a change in their connection to god(s)/higher power/divine entity due to a belief 




















Chapter 5: Recommendations and Conclusion 
Review of Research 
This research project sought to understand the spirituality of CPE students and 
through participants self-defining their spirituality, and open-ended descriptions on how 
clinical spiritual care education (CPE) affected their spiritual formation. The primary 
research question was: Does CPE affect the spiritual lives and formation of its students? 
And if it does, how? A secondary research question was: Does CPE affect students’ 
connection to the god(s)/higher power/divine entity of their understanding? And if it 
does, how?  
These questions were asked through an open-ended survey where participants first 
defined their spiritual lives and then described any changes (if any) to their spirituality 
and what experiences that influenced this change. A total of five themes emerges from 
the qualitative data analysis. The first three describing the participants’ answers to the 
primary research question of change in spirituality: Changes in Relationality (with three 
sub-themes on relationships with Self, Others, and Divinity), Things That Came Out of 
Struggle, and Changes in Spiritual Beliefs and Spiritual Practices. The theme that 
describes the changes in their connection with god(s)/higher power/divine entity is 
“Things That Came Out of Struggle related to Divinity.”  
The data from the two themes related to struggle were a beautiful testimony to 
power of CPE and spiritual care. The participants in this data sub-set shared stories of 
clinical encounters with people and situations that challenged their worldviews; the 
participants willingness to be changed by these experiences personally inspired me. 
These stories left me wanting more, wondering what about these experiences were so 
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challenging and how did the participants currently make meaning of these historical 
events.  
The final theme describes what experiences influenced these changes, the 
Importance of Essential Elements in CPE (i.e. verbatims seminars, theological reflection, 
didactics, IPR/process groups, individual supervision, and most importantly the clinical 
hours). All participants described different pedagogical elements that caused them to 
reflect on their relationships, spiritual and doctrinal beliefs, re-evaluate their values, 
and/or encouraged them to try new spiritual practices. The major take away though was 
the importance of their relationships with peers and Certified Educator (CE). The few that 
shared negative experiences were experiences with peers and CE’s and those who shared 
positive experiences had life-affirming relationships. 
Recommendations 
My assessment of the results of this theme is that CPE has been implicitly 
addressing the spiritual needs and spiritual formation of its students. Therefore, my 
recommendation is for Educators to find ways to make the implicit explicit thus 
enhancing what is already present in the curriculum. The ACPE Outcomes and 
Objectives54 directly address pastoral formation which includes development of self-
awareness and their practice of spiritual/pastoral care. What I find missing though is an 
explicit focus on students’ spiritual lives and practices that effect their practice of 
spiritual/pastoral care. The Outcomes and Objectives “spirituality” or “spiritual heritage” 
is more of an inclusive addition to replace “pastoral” for those who come from a non-
 
54 ACPE, Inc., “Objectives and Outcomes for Level I/Level II CPE,” in Accreditation Manual, accessed 




Christian context. My proposal is to make educational space for students to be their 
spiritual selves in CPE.  
One way that I have done this with success is asking students to provide 
devotional or spiritual reflection before class. Now this is a common practice, but my 
recommendation is to do this without making it about giving and receiving feedback. 
Instead provide space for students to share their spiritual practices and reflections of their 
spirituality without critique. This authentic space of connection has provided my students 
a place of unconditional positive regard and radical acceptance that empowers their 
souls/spirituality. Many share poetries they have written about CPE, particularly their 
struggle with Divinity; others share artistic renderings of their prayers and meditative 
intentions; for those without these proclivities share the sacred texts they are currently 
studying. Ultimately, it brings the groups closer together allowing students to be simply 
human.   
Future Research 
 In the future, I desire to expand this project to include interviews rather than 
surveys. The survey will provide a starting point for these semi-structured interviews. 
Using interviews will allow me to investigate further the nature of the changes that do 
occur in CPE. An area of interest I would like to investigate are the clinical experiences 
that resulted in a struggle or change in their spirituality, religious beliefs, or worldview. 
Followed up with questions on how they reflected on those experiences, either in the 
educational space, the supervisory alliance, and/or in solitude. I am also curious about the 
small subset of students who had a negative experience in CPE, what they experienced, 
and how they may or may not have experienced resilience in these times. While those 
47 
 
participants that described negative experienced were a small portion, I have had many 
students and applicants come with “CPE baggage.” I would like to explore further the 
nature of these negative experiences; how did these students make meaning of these 
events, relationships, and experiences? 
In conclusion, the overall results of this research demonstrate that CPE can 
produce an effect on the spiritual lives of its students and for the survey participants this 
effect was mostly positive. The results of the secondary research question on CPE’s 
effect on students’ connection to divinity was also positive. How these changes occurred 
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Appendix 1. Spiritual Life and Formation in CPE Survey 
Informed Consent: You are invited to participate in a research study about the effect of 
Clinical Pastoral Education (CPE) on your spiritual life and formation. Through a series 
of open-ended questions, the goal of this research study is to pilot an exploration of how 
CPE students would describe any changes to their spirituality and/or connection with god 
as a result of their experiences in CPE. This study is being conducted by Chaplain Megan 
Alleman, ACPE Certified Educator Candidate and D.Min student at Union Theological 
Seminary, contact: ma3750@utsnyc.edu under the supervision of Dr. Pamela Cooper-
White, Thesis Advisor and Vice Present for Academic Affairs and Dean, Union 
Theological Seminary, contact: pcooperwhite@uts.columbia.edu. Participation in this 
study is voluntary. If you agree to participate in this study, your informed consent in 
gathered by participating in the survey. Participating in this study may not benefit you 
directly, but it will help us learn about how students’ spiritual lives are affected by CPE 
curriculum and experiences. You may find answering some of the questions upsetting, 
but we expect that this would not be different from the kinds of things you discuss with 
family or friends. You may skip any questions you don’t want to answer, and you may 
end the survey at any time. The information you will share with us if you participate in 
this study will be kept completely confidential to the full extent of the law.  
Q1. Describe your spiritual life. 
Q2. What is essential to your spirituality? 
Q3. How has your spirituality grown or changed (or not) as a result of your CPE training? 




Q5. If you believe in a god(s)/higher power/divine entity, describe your connection with 
this god(s)/higher power/divine entity. 
Q6. What (if any) experiences in CPE affected (either positively or negatively) your 
connection with this god(s)/higher power/divine entity? 
Q7. How many units of CPE have you completed? 
Q8. What is your gender identity? 
Q9. What is your age? 
 Choices: 18-24, 25-34, 35-44, 45-54, 55-64, 65+ 
Q10. Please specify your ethnicity. 
Choices: White or Caucasian, Black or African American, Hispanic or Latino, 
Asian or Asian American, American Indian or Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian or 
another Pacific Islander, Other (please specify). 
 
 
